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Key topic 1 The early settlement of the West, c.1835–c.1862

3 Conflict and tension
3.1 Tension between settlers and Plains Indians
As the settlers crossed the Great Plains they affected the lives of the Plains Indians.
The settlers made use of already scarce water supplies and frightened away the
animals that the Plains Indians hunted. The settlers also brought with them an
epidemic of smallpox which spread across the Plains during 1837–39.

3.2 The Fort Laramie Treaty 1851
In an attempt to stop conflict and tension between the settlers and the Plains
Indians from escalating, the US government created the Fort Laramie Treaty. The
treaty was agreed between the government and representatives of the Plains Indian
Nations (Arapaho, Cheyenne, Crow and Sioux):
l

l

l

The treaty separated the two sides through the creation of reservations and
hunting areas.
The Plains Indians promised not to attack travelling settlers and to allow the
building of roads and forts, in return for an annual subsidy.
The treaty did not please everybody. Some of the Indian Nations did not feel
bound by it, and a group of Americans called the ‘exterminators’, who saw the
Native Americans as savages, wanted a military solution which would wipe out
the Plains Indians.

3.3 The problems of lawlessness
The new settler towns (many of them based on gold and silver mining) that sprang
up as a consequence of migration saw significant lawlessness. Key reasons for this
lawlessness are:
l
l
l
l

the absence of family life
the easy and uncontrolled availability of alcohol
the practice of carrying weapons
the frontier code which asserted that a man had the right to stand his ground
and defend what he had with the use of weapons if necessary.

Lawlessness showed itself in highway robbery, rowdy and drunken behaviour,
conflict between groups of settlers and Plains Indians, killings based on an
argument or disagreement and vigilante action.

3.4 Attempts to tackle lawlessness
Towns attempted to manage this lawlessness in a variety of ways and with varying
success:
l

l

l

l

12

Key terms
City marshal The elected
chief law enforcement
officer of a city or town
County sheriff An elected
official who is in charge of
enforcing the law in a US
county
Deputy A person who is
appointed to undertake
the duties of a superior in
the superior’s absence
Grand Jury A jury,
normally of 23 jurors,
selected to examine the
validity of an accusation
prior to trial
Indictment A formal
charge or accusation of a
serious crime
Militia A military force
that is raised from
the civil population to
supplement a regular
army in an emergency
Smallpox A contagious
viral disease, with fever
and pustules that usually
leave scars
Township constable
A public officer, usually
of a town, responsible for
keeping the peace
Vigilante Member of a
self-appointed group of
citizens who undertake
law enforcement in
their community without
legal authority, typically
because the legal
agencies are thought to
be inadequate

The county sheriff was responsible for law enforcement and tax collection.
He ran the county jail and appointed deputies.
The township constable or city marshal was an elected official responsible
for law enforcement within town or city boundaries. He ran the town or city
jail.
Some towns had their own militia units. These were
local men, who were armed, and they managed law
Exam tip
enforcement.
There were courts that investigated crime and death,
Ensure that you understand the conflict between
and there was a Grand Jury whose role was to
settlers and Plains Indians and the promises
investigate public offences and hand down
made on both sides. You will need to know the
significance of the Fort Laramie Treaty.
indictments.
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Using the information on page 12, copy and complete both sides of
the scales to show whether Plains Indians were better or worse off.
Do you think Plains Indians were better or worse off overall? Give
reasons for your answer.

Better off

Worse off

Develop the detail
Below are an exam-style question and a paragraph which is part of the answer to the question. The
paragraph states the importance of the Fort Laramie Treaty of 1851 but this is not supported with
sufficient evidence. Complete the paragraph by adding more detail about the importance of the Fort
Laramie Treaty of 1851.
Explain two of the following:
l

The importance of the Fort Laramie Treaty 1851.

l

The importance of lawlessness in the development of settler towns.

l

The importance of attempts to tackle lawlessness.

Key topic 1 The early settlement of the West, c.1835–c.1862

In the balance

The Fort Laramie Treaty was an attempt to stop conﬂict and tension between the settlers
and the Plains Indians from escalating. The treaty was agreed between the US government and
representatives of the Plains Indian Nations (Arapaho, Cheyenne, Crow and Sioux).

Now complete answers to the other two bullet points.
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Key topic 2 Development of the plains, c.1862–c.1876

2 Ranching and the cattle industry
2.1 The growth of the cattle industry
The American Civil War played a part in the development of the cattle industry.
Texan cattle ranchers, who had fought for the South, returned to find their cattle
herds had grown dramatically. Therefore, cattle were not worth much unless they
were sold, and to do this they had to be ‘driven’ to markets in the eastern states.
The railroads provided a means of transporting cattle east, so cattle were driven to
towns on the railway routes. Abilene became a key cattle or ‘cow’ town, and
towns like it prospered.

Abilene
From 1868, the cattle drives brought prosperity to Abilene and its citizens. With
prosperity also came problems of law and order. After months of driving cattle,
cowboys had money in their pockets and wanted to celebrate once they hit town.
They spent their money in Abilene’s saloons, at gambling tables and at brothels.
Abilene’s prosperity started to wane when local resistance to the cattle drives
pushed them further west along new trails.

2.2 Changes in the work of the cowboy
l

l

l

The original cowboys were the Spanish vaqueros in Texas. Cowboys were men
who worked with cattle on the cattle drives and in the ranches. They were
skilled in horsemanship.
Their job entailed line riding, which meant patrolling the boundaries of the
ranch for strays and branding cattle. It was a lonely job and not well paid.
As more and more cattle were driven to markets in the East, the cowboy’s role
was focused on managing the herd on its journey to a cow town for
transportation.

Key terms
Branding Marking cattle
with a red-hot iron to
indicate ownership
Cowboy A man who
herds and tends cattle,
performing much of his
work on horseback

Iliff, Goodnight and McCoy
l

l

l

John Iliff was one of the earliest cattle ranchers, having failed to strike it rich as
a gold miner. He realised that cattle could survive the winter on the plains. He
eventually had a herd of over 35,000 beef cattle, selling meat to the railroad
builders.
Charles Goodnight discovered that Texan longhorn cattle could survive the
winter on the plains and that the cold weather killed disease-carrying ticks that
lived off the cattle. He experimented further with cattle breeding and
produced better quality meat.
Joseph McCoy was also a cattle rancher who bought land, built stock pens and
advertised Abilene as a cattle shipping point.

2.3 Rivalry between ranchers and homesteaders
This movement of cattle annoyed homesteaders, who resisted, and quite often
forced cattle drives along new trails away from their land. From 1865 onwards,
wealthy and powerful ranchers used force to move settlers off their land or charge
them high rents. If necessary, they used cowboys and guns.

18

Exam tip
Remember you will need
to give examples from
the range of factors and
the achievements of
individuals which affected
the cattle industry,
ranching and the work of
cowboys.
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Below is an exam-style question.
Explain two consequences of the growth in the cattle industry.
In answering this question, it is important that you focus on consequence. In the table below are
statements about the cattle industry. Identify (with a tick in the appropriate column) whether they are
causes, events or consequences of the growth in the cattle industry.
Statement

Cause

Event

Consequence

The Civil War played a part in the growth of the cattle industry
Cattle ranchers who had fought in the war returned to find that
their herds had grown significantly in size
Cattle were worth less after the war and had to be sold
Cow towns emerged and became prosperous
The work of the cowboys changed as they now drove cattle to a
town for transportation

In the balance

Key topic 2 Development of the plains, c.1862–c.1876

Identifying consequences

Using the information on page 18, copy and complete both sides
of the scales to show whether cowboys were better or worse off
because of the growth in the cattle industry.
Do you think cowboys were better or worse off overall than before the
growth of the cattle industry? Give reasons for your answer.

Better off

Worse off
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Key topic 3 Conflicts and conquest, c.1876–c.1895

3 The Plains Indians: the destruction of their way of life
3.1 The hunting and extermination of the buffalo
One way to keep the Plains Indians on their reservations was destroy the buffalo,
which was the foundation of their nomadic lifestyle. The extermination of the
buffalo was a combination of US government policy and other factors. The US
military were instructed by the government to kill as many buffalo as they could.
Buffalo hunters killed the animals for their hides, which they could sell to
tanneries in the East for a good price. The remains of the buffalo, after the
hunter took the hide, were collected by homesteaders and crews of professional
‘bone pickers’ and taken to railroad sidings. These bones were transported East to
be manufactured into glue, fertiliser, buttons, combs and knife handles.

Tannery A place where
animal hides are made
into leather; the workshop
of a tanner

3.2 The Plains Indians’ life on the reservations
Plains Indians were virtually prisoners on their reservations from the mid-1870s.
Many reservations were on poor-quality land, making it difficult to grow food, so
the Plains Indians became dependent on government handouts.

Difficulties experienced by Plains Indians
l

l

l

l
l

l

Some Native American agents, operating as the link between the Plains
Indians and the government, were dishonest and stole money (from the US
government) that should have gone to the Native Americans for housing, food
and medical treatment.
Many Plains Indians on reservations suffered from diseases such as measles,
influenza and whooping cough, which they found difficult to resist.
Some Indian Nations, for example the Pawnee, adapted to reservation life
better than others, as they had been farmers, and were not nomadic hunters
like the Sioux.
Native Americans had little legal status or control.
Native American religious feasts, dances and ceremonies were banned on the
reservations, and this undermined the power that medicine men had within
the tribe.
Many Native American children were sent away to boarding schools, and if
parents resisted then food rations (provided by the US government) were
withheld.

The reservation effectively damaged the Plains Indians’ tribal structure and their
self-belief in their ideas about tradition and community.

3.3 Changing government attitudes
l

l

l

26

Key term

The Indian Appropriations Act 1871 was the most significant piece of US
government policy that affected the Plains Indians. This marked the end of
their being treated as independent sovereign nations.
By 1876, the US government was determined to be at peace with the Plains
Indian through a policy of forcing them to live on reservations.
The Dawes General Allotment Act 1887 allowed reservations to be broken up
into individual plots, which destroyed the power of Native American chiefs
and the tribal structure.

Revision task
Make a list of the ways
in which Plains Indians
had their independence
limited by the actions
and restrictions resulting
from government policy.
Exam tip
Ensure that you know
how the government
attitudes changed from
accommodating the
Plains Indians to wanting
their removal, and the
policies which reflected
this change.
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Create a memory map to show the different reasons for the destruction of the Plains Indians’ way of life.
Add some key words from the information on page 26 and your own knowledge to the diagram opposite.
To help you remember the information, you could add small drawings.

The
destruction
of the
buffalo

REASONS
FOR THE
DESTRUCTION
OF THE PLAINS
INDIANS’ WAY OF
LIFE

The role
of hunters
and the US
military

The role
of the US
government

Life on the
reservation

Key topic 3 Conflicts and conquest, c.1876–c.1895

Memory map

Improving your answer
Plan an answer to the question below. Compare your plan with that of another student and suggest three
ways in which the plan could be improved.
Write a narrative account analysing the destruction of the Plains Indians’ way of life.
You may use the following in your answer:
The destruction of the buffalo
n Life on the reservation
You must also use information of your own.
n

My plan
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Below is an example of an exam-style narrative
question which is worth 8 marks.
Write a narrative account analysing why the
Mormons migrated west across America.

You may use the following information in your answer:
n The role of Joseph Smith
n The role of Brigham Young
You must also use information of your own.

Exam focus

Question 2: Narrative account

How to answer
l

l

l

Look for the key points in the
question and underline them.
You can choose to write about the
two key people given in the
question and another reason of your
own, or write entirely about reasons
of your own.
If you write about the two key
people in the question, make sure
you write about at least three
reasons. Including three reasons is
important because you must bring in a
reason of your own.

l

l

Ensure that you give detail about
each of the reasons you write about.
Use linking words between each
reason and the next. Try to use
phrases such as ‘this led to’, ‘as a
result of this’.

Below is a sample answer to this exam-style narrative question with comments
around it.
One reason why the Mormons migrated westwards across America was because

of Joseph Smith. Mormons were followers of Joseph Smith because as a teenager
he began having religious experiences and he claimed an angel told him about two
buried gold plates. Smith said that he had found these plates, dug them up and

translated them. This became the Book of Mormon. Smith told his followers to

start building God’s Kingdom, in America, and prepare for the second coming of

Using the words of the
question gives immediate
focus.
There is a developed analysis
of the role of Joseph Smith,
using precise details.

Jesus Christ. As the Mormon religion grew, many non-Mormons became hostile and
Smith told his followers to move to Kirtland in Ohio. As a community, the Mormons
worked hard and became prosperous, even during the depression of the 1930s.

This also made them unpopular, as many people resented them and were envious
and jealous of them. This forced them to move to Missouri. Smith also preached
that God had told him that Mormons could have more than one wife. Smith was
denounced as a false prophet, and in June 1845 was attacked and murdered.
As a consequence of Smith’s murder, a new Mormon leader, Brigham Young,

came to the forefront and stated that Mormons could not live alongside non-

A link is made between Smith
and Young.

east of the Rocky Mountains. He chose this area because of its isolation and its

There is a developed analysis
of the role of Young.

Mormons. He said they should move to the area around the Great Salt Lake,

unattractiveness, hoping that no other people would want to settle there. Gradually
Salt Lake City developed as a Mormon settlement. The Mormons became selfsufficient in food.

Another reason why the Mormons migrated west across America was that

wherever the Mormons lived, they were accused of being sympathetic towards the
Plains Indians, and against slavery. Local settlers often caused riots in protest

against them and troops were needed to settle the disorder. However, it was the

A third reason for migration
west is introduced.
There is a developed analysis
of the third reason.

Mormons who were always blamed for these disturbances. As a consequence, the
Mormons were forced to move to Nauvoo, Illinois.
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Exam focus

‘Through the eyes’ of the examiner
Below is an exam-style narrative question with part of a sample answer. It would be useful to look at this
an answer ‘through the eyes’ of an examiner. The examiner will look for the following:
l three reasons
l clear links between the reasons
l an explanation of each reason.
You need to:
l Highlight words or phrases which show that the answer has focused on the question.
l Underline where attempts are made to show links between one reason and the next.
l In the margin write a word or phrase which sums up each specific explanation as it appears.
Write a narrative account analysing the main ways in which the US government destroyed the Plains Indians’
way of life.
You may use the following information in your answer:
n the reservation
n the building of military forts
You must also use information of your own.

The policy of relocating Plains Indians to reservations as developed by the US government was
the main way in which the government destroyed the Plains Indians’ way of life. Before living on
reservations, Plains Indians had been nomadic, and followed the buﬀalo in order to sustain their
way of life. This changed with the onset of the reservation. President Grant’s Peace Policy of
1869 depended on the Plains Indians living on reservations and taking up farming, and only leaving
the reservation to hunt buﬀalo. However, as the US government never protected the buﬀalo for
Native American hunting alone, buﬀalo hunters were allowed to hunt the animal at will, and this
led to the virtual extermination of the buﬀalo. In 1887, the Dawes General Allotment Act allowed
communal reservation land to be broken up into individual plots. This was intended to completely
destroy the power of the Plains Indians’ chiefs and their tribal structure.
Restricting the Plains Indians to designated reservations inevitably led to disagreement,
confusion and conﬂict. A series of conﬂicts between the Plains Indians and settlers led to US
Army intervention which then led to some major battles between some of the Plains Indian tribes.
After the Battle of the Little Bighorn, the US government took the decision to build forts and
send in troops and spend money to ﬁnally defeat the Sioux and its allies. These forts allowed the
US Army to conﬁne the Plains Indians to their reservations by regular patrols and observation of
their activities. These forts were strategically placed to ensure that no one left the reservation.

Adding a third event
The answer above does not include a third event. What would you choose as a third event and why? Try
completing the answer, remembering to add details to support your chosen event.

32
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